First Fruits <Slide 1>

Punchline: We give back to God because what we have is not ours in the first place.  All that we have is because of God and God has shown that he will take care of us.

1) 80th anniversary  - I was thinking about what Clara said last week about the church and some of the little things that made such a huge difference in the history of this church  <Slide 2>
a. In the beginning, the ladies of the church deciding to go door to door to raise money for a building and the generosity of local people

b. The idea to build a building that could later be converted to a manse

c. The decision to switch sites from Yucca to Springdale

-> all these little ideas and goals that have brought us to where we are.  

2) And I thought, what if some of these things hadn’t happened?  What if a pastor hadn’t decided to serve here?  What if we hadn’t been able to come up with the money for this property?  What if we had decided to move somewhere else?

-> With all the variables, it seems like so many things that could go wrong – that could have stopped us from making it to 80 years.  And old poem: <slide 3>
For want of a nail the shoe was lost,
for want of a shoe the horse was lost;
and for want of a horse the rider was lost;
being overtaken and slain by the enemy,
all for want of care about a horse-shoe nail.

3) And what about me?  Of the billions of people on the planet - for my parents to meet and get married and for the exact combination of chromosomes to join that would form me – it boggles the mind.

4) And the fine tuning of the universe <slide 4> – they say that if gravity or any of 26 different values (strength of electric and magnetic forces, subatomic forces, speed of light etc.) was off by even a fraction of a percentage…the universe could not have life.

=> So the fact that I am here, the fact that this church is here, that fact that you are here, the fact that we are celebrating 80 years of Oakhurst Presbyterian Church together…it’s really nothing short of a miracle.  And we owe it all to God.

It’s a good thing that God called me to be the pastor of this church.  It’s a good thing God called this church to be here.  It’s a good thing God found us all and gave us the gift of faith. It’s a good thing God called each our parents to meet each other.  It’s a good thing God gave life to each of our parents.  It’s a good thing God made Adam and Eve in the first place.  It’s a good thing God made the universe in the first place.  Everything we celebrate today and everything we celebrate anytime are all thanks to God.

<Slide 5>

5) Exactly what Moses in Deuteronomy is talking about before he sends the Israelites into the promised land : The only reason y’all are going into that wonderful place is because of God

a. Jacob <click> <click>

b. Red Sea <click>

c. 40 years of mana <click>

d. The pillar of fire and the cloud <click>

=> So when you get there, take the very best of what you have, the first fruits, and give it to God – because without God none of this was possible.  All that we have is because of God.

Notice that Moses said the first fruits.  The very best of what you have.  The top of the heap, the cream of the crop, the best of the best – that’s what you give to God because it is thanks to God that you have it in the first place, let alone the fact that you’re alive and in a wonderful land saved and liberated and loved by Him.

And so that brings us back to today – when we talk about stewardship, we’re not talking about giving to the church because the church needs the money of giving to God because God needs money <click>.  We’re talking about giving to God because of what God has done, what God is doing, and what God promises to do.  <click>
Friends, these turbulent economic times we have a tendency to want to control our own future.  We want secure our finances and usually the first thing to go is our giving.  But in these turbulent economic times, as we celebrate 80 years of Oakhurst Presbyterian Church, let’s remember that everything that we have, everything that we do and everything that we are is because of God.  It’s a darn good thing God loves us.  

If your family came over for dinner, would you give them your leftovers?  If your friends flew in from out of town, would you try to fit them in between work and appointments and errands?  If your child was going to college, would you pay your bills first and then see what was left at the end of the month for tuition?

<Slide> So when it comes to giving to God, should we be giving God our first fruits – the top of the heap, the cream of the crop, the best of the best?  Or leftovers?  When we get a pay check, an inheritance, hit the lotto, sell investments…whatever – it’s all thanks to God and it’s all because of God.  And so we are called to give 10% right off the top, no hesitation, no looking back, no spending first.  We love God too much and God expects too much from us to just be giving Him our leftovers – whatever we have in our pockets when we happen to come into church or whatever’s left at the end of the month after all the bills are paid.

It’s hard – it actually took me until I started sharing finances with Lindsay before I got into the habit of tithing, so a couple of practical tips. <slide>
1) Pledge – if you keep the number to yourself in a few months when times are hard it will be very tempting to cut back on it.  Help other Christians hold you accountable.

2) Write the check as soon as you can (even before you get your paycheck).

3) If you’re working towards tithing 

a. Make a schedule – 1% a year for 10 years.

b. when you get an increase in pay or an unexpected sum, don’t just put 10% in.  Put more to help you move towards 10%.

So brothers and sisters in Christ, on this 80th birthday celebration, when we look back at how far we’ve come and how unlikely it is that we would be where we are today – don’t forget to thank God.  And don’t forget to fill out your pledge and to give your first fruits <slide> to God.  Not because the church needs it or because God needs it, but because it is God’s expectation and because if it weren’t for God, we wouldn’t be here in the first place.  And ultimately, tithe to the church, give to charity, present offerings to God because it truly is better to give than receive, it truly is better to let God worry about tomorrow than worry about it yourself, it truly is better to let go and let God.  So give your first fruits, your top of the heap, your cream of the crop, your best of the best to God because God is truly worthy.
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